	
	
	



A Call to Better Qual: De-Mystifying the Use of Theory in Qualitative Research 
 Abstract
Understanding theoretical framing poses a unique challenge in the qualitative research process. What we find in our research depends not only on how we look at a problem, but also on what we are looking for. Recognizing the necessity of sound theoretical framing, we offer a guide for employing theory in qualitative research practice. Our purpose is to demystify qualitative research through a discussion of philosophical assumptions and interpretive frameworks, framework selection, theoretical implications of methodological approaches, and theoretical framing as a tool for solving wicked problems. We use making pancakes as an analogy for using theory in qualitative research since a basic pancake recipe is easily modified at different points in the culinary process to meet a variety of purposes and tastes. Similarly, theory can be embedded into qualitative research at different points in the research process to meet specific aims or intentions. We aim to promote reflexive thinking and discussion about how we, across the agricultural education discipline, utilize theory in qualitative research.
Introduction
“How you study the world determines what you learn about the world.” (Patton, 1990, p. 67). 
Utilizing a theoretical framework is, perhaps, some of the most personally demanding work in qualitative research. Although more traditional approaches utilize “expertise and preunderstanding but then require the researcher to follow this expertise with a blank slate while searching for data” (Collins & Stockton, 2018, p. 6), theory often manifests less linearly in qualitative research. Across qualitative methodologies, theoretical frameworks have varied meanings, entry points, and uses, from study design to analysis, from participant engagement to implications. Designing, conducting, analyzing, and disseminating qualitative research is time-consuming work. Doing that work in a way that moves the needle toward solving wicked problems is especially challenging. Add incorporating theory into the work, and even the most experienced researchers can feel stymied by the enormity of ontological, epistemological, axiological, and methodological alignment. This says nothing of a rigorous academic schedule. Expectations, publication deadlines, and promotion and tenure can impose a heightened sense of urgency, making the deep thinking of theoretical framing feel out of reach. Theoretical framing requires an understanding of methodological alignment as well as awareness of concepts and theories surrounding the research topic and problem, which makes it both time-consuming and unbelievably challenging.
 Problems of time and examination often lead to problems in application. No one intends to make hasty selections in their research approaches. Likely they begin idealistically enough and become more efficient and productive as experience accrues. Eventually, we assume the important components of alignment are known to our audience. However, saying it is a problem, and sometimes even the literature saying it is a problem, does not make it so to our audience. Mason (2018) and Roberts et al. (2011) emphasize the importance of conducting research that fills gaps in knowledge needed by the discipline, and providing implications and recommendations to agricultural educators, leaders, communicators, and extension professionals. While we would shy away from encouraging readers to begin with the implications in mind, implications for whom is a critical consideration before any work gets underway. 
How you study the world requires pause often felt unattainable in the fast-paced research climate of 2025. Felt urgency, however, is no excuse for hasty framework selection. Arguably, some of our greatest opportunities for impact start with our theoretical framing, even if our study does not begin there. Theoretical framing not only grounds our study but communicates very specific ideas to readers and the field. “Theory determines what we do not see, do not ask, and do not attend to” (Merriam, 1998, p. 48). There is both power and efficiency in a well-selected theoretical framework, with all its implied assumptions. This is the deep work of understanding increasingly complex social issues allowing us to conduct rigorous qualitative work. How we study the problem has a great deal to do with what we will learn about it (Patton, 1990). What we find in our research depends not only on how we look at a problem, but also on what we are looking for.
Myriad studies may use a single theoretical framework to explore seemingly contradictory problems. This can easily leave us wondering about the appropriate applications and selection of theoretical frameworks. Therein lies the crux of our current examination. “How you study the world determines what you learn about the world” (Patton, 1990, p. 67). This is a problem of both and. We need to be both intentional about the process and our articulation of it as this will influence what anyone might learn from our work. Ball and Kitchel (2014) called the field to address this issue of articulation over a decade ago. To date, this call has not been taken up. Beyond minimal address, the lack of articulation of thought processes behind theoretical framing may lead to minimizing its importance, both in our field and in the broader work of social science. Researchers can locate textbooks (Anfara & Mertz, 2006; Schwandt, 1993) and methodological articles (Collins & Stockton, 2018; Pickler, 2018) focusing on theoretical frameworks, which are written from a variety of worldviews and therefore may have conflicting information. We need a trail to help researchers and reviewers consider how to engage in the theoretical framing of qualitative work. 
Purpose and Objectives
Recognizing the necessity of sound theoretical framing, we offer a guide for employing theory in qualitative research practice. This paper is both philosophical and theoretical in nature, meaning our purpose is to persuade and call attention to an issue by providing compelling reasoning. Our purpose is to demystify qualitative research, and we do that through a four-part discussion of:
· Part I: Navigating philosophical and interpretive pillars
· Part II: Determining when theory enters inquiry
· Part III: Bridging theoretical compatibility and methodological choice
· Part IV: Aligning theoretical frameworks with research aims
We took liberties in formatting to support useability and understanding. First, we did not use research questions, as many of the questions about theoretical framing in qualitative research do not have clear answers. We did not use a methods section. Rather, we have mixed a multitude of qualitative textbooks and methodological articles from across disciplines to help us explain complex concepts and support our reasoning. Our own experiences as faculty teaching qualitative research methods, advising and mentoring graduate students, and conducting and publishing qualitative research anchored this work, and are woven throughout as embedded elements of our positionality. Let us be the first to acknowledge that we have conducted and published qualitative work we wish we could amend and improve. Our aim is to promote reflexive thinking and discussion about how we, across the agricultural education discipline, utilize theory in qualitative research. As such we have labeled in parts, as we recommend readers sit with each component as we had to sit with writing it. Savoring one part at a time will maximize function and enjoyment. We invite you to stay awhile, allowing yourself time to reflect, rest, and digest between each bite.
The use of theory in qualitative research is complex and multifaceted, and understanding sometimes feels fleeting. We have learned more about the use of theory in qualitative research with every reference we have utilized. We will continue to increase our understanding of theory utilization as we grow as researchers and educators. Our own understanding is continually evolving, as is the field of qualitative research itself. This is both a strength and limitation. We have done our best to incorporate invisible thinking that is rarely articulated in scholarly articles. We espoused a transparent and honest discussion about the iterative and messy process typically involved in identifying and utilizing a theoretical framework, suggesting the process itself—not just the chosen theory—has the potential to advance qualitative rigor. This iterative and messy process also necessitated a heavy employ of analogy. In part, we were prepared differently in our understanding of the applications of theory. We wrestled enormously with clarifying and attempting to explain terminology and concepts foundational to theory--with ourselves, with students and colleagues, and likely with readers. This tension supported a pragmatic choice in the use of analogy. More simply, everyday analogies make complex concepts more relatable and concrete. Valuing relatability, we used (and in some cases overused) pancakes to explain and differentiate among some important and commonly conflated terms and ideas.
Pancakes serve as an apt analogy as we explore theoretical framing, in large part, because they are so versatile. The basic recipe is simple enough to understand and enjoyable on its own. A basic pancake batter can also be altered with the addition of various ingredients at different points in the culinary process to meet specific tastes. Similarly, theory can be embedded into qualitative research at different points in the research process to meet specific aims or intentions. Pancakes also hold personal, social, and cultural meaning, and those varying recipes can completely change our conceptions of pancakes, just as our approach to theoretical framing can wildly alter our conception of the problem. This analogy also holds additional positionality for us as researchers. Pancakes are deeply personal to us as a means of gathering, slowing down with loved ones, being creative, and providing nourishment or comfort. Pancake day is a sacred ritual in our homes, and that is especially relevant for this analogy given the value and importance of integrating theoretical framing into research work.
 The Pancake Analogy: A Recipe for Integrating Theory in Qualitative Research
Part I: Navigating philosophical and interpretive pillars
We all enter the world of research with experiences, beliefs, and preconceived thoughts and ideas about the topics we research. These stem from our backgrounds, educational training, the workforce, the culture in which we were raised, our family system, our community structures, and the list goes on. Our own beliefs and experiences impact how we see and interpret the world. Interpretive frameworks can be thought of as belief systems, or world views (i.e., what constitutes a pancake). Philosophical assumptions are the abstract ideas and beliefs guiding our work (i.e., what makes a good pancake) (Creswell & Poth, 2018). Beyond philosophical alignment, we must consider practical alignment as well. Is this original and worth doing? Will it allow for original and interesting findings? Will anyone understand this but me (Mason, 2018)? If our griddle (i.e., alignment) is only lukewarm, the pancakes are going to flop! Despite our best ingredients, without the heat of intentional alignment in purpose, questions, philosophical assumptions, interpretive framework, methodological approach, and theory, nothing worth consuming will rise (Figure 1). 	
Beyond the deeply personal, a shared understanding of these theoretical terms is a foundational step to thinking more about the use of theory in qualitative research (Figure 1).
Figure 1.
A pancake analogy for philosophical assumptions and interpretive, theoretical, and conceptual frameworks (generated with Gemini AI)
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	Philosophical assumptions & interpretive framework
	a priori theoretical or conceptual framework
	Theories sprinkled in based on the findings


Think about philosophical assumptions and interpretive frameworks like pancake batter. We typically do not talk much about the basic ingredients in pancakes. However, without the use of liquids, fats, and leavening and binding agents, pancakes would not be pancakes. Similarly, philosophical assumptions underlie all research, whether we specially reveal and describe these assumptions or not. The interpretive framework we select (i.e., postpositivism, social constructivism, pragmatism, postmodernism) provides guidance about how we will approach our research goals. Just as changing the ratios of the basic ingredients in batter alters the properties of a pancake, the philosophical assumptions we emphasize, and the associated interpretive framework alters research design. 
“Interpretive frameworks convey different philosophical assumptions, and qualitative researchers need to be aware of this connection” (Creswell & Poth, 2018, p. 33). For example, if the goal is to understand and interpret the meaning of an individual’s experiences, we might choose to utilize social constructivism as an interpretive framework, emphasizing ontological assumptions (the nature of being or reality). Epistemological assumptions (knowledge), axiological assumptions (values), and methodological assumptions (inquiry approach) make their way into this mix. Adding more or less of each philosophical assumption impacts the choice we make about our interpretive framework and alters the research design, much like adding additional liquid changes our pancakes.
Part II: Determining when theory enters inquiry
My (Mott) favorite part of making pancakes is deciding if I want to add additional ingredients to the basic batter. Will I go for the tried-and-true blueberry pancakes (my husband’s favorite)? Or am I feeling more adventurous? Is it a day for carrot cake pancakes, full of carrots, pineapple, cinnamon, and walnuts? Or should I make plain pancakes and leave room to make additional choices about toppings as the pancakes are put on the plate? 
Selecting a theoretical or conceptual framework a priori 
Theoretical frameworks provide a foundation for understanding research problems and analyzing or interpreting our data. Simply put, theories offer an explanation about how things work (Collins & Stockton, 2018). The use of an a priori theoretical framework provides some direction for what we will focus on as we design, carry out, and write about the study. In other words, a priori theoretical and conceptual framework choice can be thought of as pancake mix-ins. The a priori theoretical framework guides the research process by acting like a flour sifter. It holds back non-related (albeit interesting) data points while letting the essential pieces of data flow through to the analysis. Some things simply do not fit into a theoretical framework and, therefore, get separated and set to the side. 
For example, if we designed and conducted a qualitative research project utilizing experiential learning theory as our a priori theoretical framework, we would specifically retain things related to concrete experience, reflective observation, abstract conceptualization, and active experimentation (Kolb, 2015). We might hold back information about how participants communicated with each other as interesting, but irrelevant to this study. Selecting an a priori theoretical framework is an important decision requiring time and a deep understanding of the literature surrounding the research topic and transferable theories from other fields. If we conduct research with an a priori theoretical framework that does not fit or complement the study, that framework will be ineffective while sifting through the data.
If we select an a priori theoretical framework such as experiential learning theory (Kolb, 2015), we want to keep it in mind while designing interview questions, observation protocols, and other data collection processes. Our theoretical framework, in this case, is a mix-in. We would make decisions about a theoretical framework as we make the grocery list, not while heating the griddle. In this case, experiential learning theory will be introduced early in the writing with explanations of its relation to the problem. As we progress through the phases of research, which are rarely linear in nature, we will keep circling back to that theory while analyzing data and framing the findings. We will also refer to key constructs of experiential learning theory (such as concrete experience or reflexivity) (Kolb, 2015) and tie those back to the most important findings in the writing. As an a priori choice, experiential learning will be woven throughout the research process. In metaphorical terms, we will have done the work to scrape the blueberries from the bottom of the bowl to ensure evidence of their incorporation in each bite. The first bite of the pancake should let us know they are blueberry, and we should taste blueberries until the last bite. 
A well employed a priori theoretical framework is also critical to transferability. It moves research findings out of context-bound specifics into broader understandings of human interactions. This is especially the case if the framework is flexible enough to suit a variety of contexts (Mutch, C.A., 2006). Transferability of research findings to other fields and professions should be an important consideration for researchers in agricultural education. In terms of transferability, theoretical frameworks serve as a common language, bridging the technical uniqueness of individual fields with transferable ways of approaching wicked problems.
 Alternatively, or in addition, researchers may consider utilizing a conceptual framework consisting of several different concepts presumed to be related or part of the phenomenon of interest. Alternatively, a conceptual framework is a “web of interlocking concepts” that help organize frameworks to make sense of data and “justify choices and methodological decisions” (Bendassolli, 2014, p. 166). In pancake terms, adding carrots, pineapple, cinnamon, and walnuts to the batter combines ingredients to make the pancakes look and taste somewhat like carrot cake. The same holds true for conceptual frameworks; the concepts should resemble the desired outcome. When using a conceptual framework including experiential learning, the social ecological resilience model, and cognitive development theory, the research will focus on the linkages and intersections among these concepts. It should incorporate all these concepts, with each contributing in their own unique way to a cohesive and palatable whole.
Importantly, less is often more, when elaborating a conceptual framework. We caution against hastily created lists of loosely related concepts as a conceptual framework. Rather, focus on clarity, dialing in on what matters most to provide a strong connection of findings to previous literature and a clearer direction for future research (Kitchel & Ball, 2014). This is the challenging work of research; someone with proximity to the study recognizes how important every connective component is, just as a chef can appreciate the final product as art. However, what a chef sees is often difficult to articulate to the diner. Theoretical connections are difficult to articulate, making ignorance a key collaborator. In both literal and figurative senses, bringing in ignorant eyes is a critical step in the sensemaking process of disseminating research. In addition, while a few of us may be absolutely obsessed by the idea of carrot cake pancakes (the authors included), others may find them less palatable, or even repulsive (the authors’ children and grandchildren included). Our selection of conceptual and theoretical frame can have reverberating consequences (both positive and negative) for the impact and palatability of our work. Impact, in this case, being a measure of usability and palatability influencing the likelihood of publication.
Sprinkling theory to frame findings
Figuring out what kinds of methodological mix-ins to stir into a research design can be almost as enjoyable as determining which delicious ingredients to stir into pancake batter. At times, though, we will decide not to put any additional ingredients into the batter itself; waiting instead until after the pancake comes off the griddle. Sometimes as much is accomplished with a plain pancake topped with whipped cream, strawberries, and raspberries, or lightly dipped into hot maple syrup. Researchers may choose not to utilize an a priori theoretical or conceptual framework allowing what bubbles up from participants to guide the direction of the research. Since theoretical frameworks tend to be most useful when there is abundant data available (Miles et al., 2020), the choice to let participant stories guide analysis and interpretation make the most sense when little is known about a phenomenon. We liken the choice to drizzle or sprinkle a topping/s after the pancake comes off the griddle to sprinkling theory to frame the findings.  
The choice to sprinkle theories in based on findings carries no less weight than the choice to mix in. Sometimes we choose to leave our batter plain because there are so many potentially delicious topping choices available. We could envision our plate of pancakes coming out in a variety of ways: Do we want chocolate chips or sprinkles (i.e., how do we provide expansive options for our participants to share their experience)? Will our host appear with fresh whipped cream or elderberry syrup at the very last moment (i.e., what will our participants bring to the table that we did not anticipate)? If we have already added mix-ins, we are likely to limit opportunities for last minute choice and expression. After all, who wants to eat carrot cake pancakes topped with elderberry syrup?
 Part III: Bridging theoretical compatibility and methodological choice
“There are two main ways in which qualitative researchers often fail to make good use of existing theory: by not using it enough, and by using it too uncritically and exclusively” (Maxwell, 2013, p. 53).
So far, we have addressed three basic ways we often see theory utilized in qualitative research in social science. Researchers may identify theories during the planning phases of research (a priori). They may also make the choice to postpone this selection, particularly when a phenomenon is underexplored or poorly understood, allowing theories to come to light during the data collection and analysis processes. Finally, in some cases, researchers may generate a new theory through the use of theoretical sampling (i.e., grounded theory) (Mason, 2018).
At this point, we find ourselves scratching our heads. How do we know which of these uses is right for our research? That is our exact challenge! So often, we find ourselves concerned with what is correct, so we miss our most blatant opportunities for problem solving and impact. What if carrot cake pancakes and elderberry syrup are missed as an opportunity because we did not try it? Let us be clear: our goal is to provide a reference to support articulating the theoretical decisions grounding research work. We are not here to tell you how to like your pancakes. However, if the research we conduct only serves our own tastes, preferences, and definitions, we are limiting our opportunity for impact and problem solving. While we do not need to make ourselves a full menu of availability, we must consider what our stakeholders want and need from us and what we bring to the partnership. In my own home (Haddad), sometimes my role as pancake maker is to expand my kids’ horizons. Sometimes I am focused on our latest health endeavor, and other times I just want the crowd-pleaser. In any instance, the reception of the meal will always require more of me than defaulting to my own tastes and preferences. 
Beyond the consideration of philosophical assumptions and interpretive framework (i.e., worldview), we must keep in mind the focus of our research as well as our methodological approach as we make decisions about how to utilize theory within our study. Bridging this gap has implications, not only for how we incorporate theory, but how we reference it throughout our work and justify our choices. Although there are a multitude of choices for qualitative research design, a few are heavily utilized in our field, including grounded theory, case study, phenomenology, narrative, and ethnography (Table 1). While all qualitative research does not utilize an a priori theoretical or conceptual framework, “the influence of theory permeates almost every aspect of the study-even if the author does not recognize this influence.” (Collins & Stockton, 2018, p. 1). “Atheoretical research is impossible” (Schwandt, 1993, p. 7); theory underlies all studies, whether stated or not, as no study can be designed without a question being asked (Merriam, 2016).
Table 1.
Common Qualitative Methodological Approaches, Research Focus, and Implications for Theory Use (Adapted from Creswell & Poth, 2018; Glaser & Strauss, 1967; Mott & Haddad, 2025; Mott & Haddad, 2024)

	Methodological Approach
	Research Focus
	Implications for use of Theory

	Grounded Theory 
	Generate a theory about how something works grounded in data from participants
	· Theory is the culminating product of the research itself 
· Ensure enough familiarity with the literature to design an impactful study

	Case Study
	Develop an in-depth description and analysis to provide insight/understanding about a case(s)
	· An a priori theory identified and used to design questions, collect, and analyze data. 
· Clearly align theoretical constructs with methodological choices and articulate those impacts for the findings 

	Phenomenology
	Describe or interpret the essence or meaning of a lived phenomenon
	· Theoretical framework may or may not be identified a priori depending on type of phenomenology
· Clearly articulate and support decision about the use of a theoretical framework or not
· Reference relevant theories illuminated through data collection and analysis if not identified a priori 

	Narrative
	Tell co-composed stories to better understand participants
	· Theoretical framework may or may not be used a priori, depending on focus and scope. 
· Articulate how theoretical employ supports understanding of participants’ story 

	Ethnography
	Provide detailed understanding of behaviors, meanings, and social structures through immersive study 
	· Theoretical decisions heavily influenced by concern for limiting meaningful data from surfacing
· Justify theoretical decisions relative to articulating their understanding of a culture 


The interpretive framework also impacts how and where theory is utilized in a qualitative study. Research rooted in pragmatism will likely identify a clearly defined a priori theoretical framework and utilize it throughout all parts of the research design. However, a researcher utilizing a constructivist paradigm will probably allow participant experiences to drive the research, resulting in theory being written into the discussion, instead of identified a priori. Utilizing a critical or transformative interpretive framework, where the goal is to deconstruct or critique social phenomena, might mean a researcher sprinkles theories at various points as part of the critique. Crucially, researchers must understand the interpretive framework underlying their methodological approach to make informed decisions about where and when theories should be integrated.
Part IV: Aligning theoretical frameworks with research aims
This leads us to a question we often try to start with, but cannot answer without consideration for the myriad moving pieces in both thought and articulation that comprise research work: “How do we even find a theory to use?” Anfara and Mertz (2006) remind us a “useful theory tells an enlightening story about a phenomenon” (p. xvii.), giving us new insight and broader understanding. First, it is highly unlikely researchers will identify useful theories without having been immersed in the literature. One of my (Mott) favorite research mentors commonly told students, “You think you have a writing problem, but what you actually have is a reading problem.” It is tempting to stumble across a theory that might work for a research question, choose it, and stop reading. However, it is not enough to select a theoretical framework that is loosely related to the topic; we must read until we have eliminated other feasible options. Without a solid connection between the topic, research question, and theoretical framework, we risk conducting and communicating research that can feel non-committal and directionless. As we take a deep and broad dive into literature related to our research problem, we need to keep in mind (and research notes) key concepts, theories, and thoughts. Designing a concept map while immersed in the literature may be useful to process, reflect on, connect, narrow down, and think iteratively about theoretical concepts. 
 That brings us to our favorite phrase in qualitative research: it depends. Many jokingly say this is always the answer to every good qualitative question. However, it is indeed the answer to how theory is utilized in qualitative research. As qualitative researchers, our decisions about the use of theory in general (and a theoretical framework, specifically) should depend on the philosophical assumptions and research paradigm from which we are approaching the problem, the nature of the research problem, the research aim, and the chosen qualitative approach. Recognizing the time required for these decisions, we also acknowledge challenges in utilizing theory in qualitative research may be related to familiarity with only a narrow field of theories. When we are crunched for time, it is tempting to settle for heavily utilized ideas and theoretical frameworks. We find ourselves gravitating toward comfortable or all-encompassing theories, thinking our choice should provide safety in reducing rejection. However, we may be missing important opportunities to carry out more impactful research.
Impactful research recognizes that selection of a theoretical framework is not a static process. If you have ever graduated from box pancake mix to Grandma’s recipe card or even beyond that to experimentation, you are intimately familiar with the need to revisit and refine throughout the process. I (Haddad) vividly remember the first time I needed to revisit a theoretical framework for a study. I had already begun data collection and got the sinking feeling in the pit of my stomach that I was cheating. This was not the case for me, and it is not the case for you! Theoretical frameworks are not perfect puzzle pieces that, once selected, guarantee perfect alignment and fit! Rather, they help us filter out essential pieces of data we can think critically about, make sense of our data, analyze data in meaningful ways, and communicate our findings to contribute a deeper understanding of complex problems.
For those still uncomfortable with the idea of identifying and using a theoretical framework after data collection, rather than before, let us offer some encouragement. First, identifying a theoretical framework during the data analysis process does not alter the raw data. We do not need to completely start over to select a tool to filter and focus our attention. We should be aware that “a theoretical framework can both illuminate and conceal” (Anfara & Mertz, 2006, p. 52). At times, a theoretical framework may so narrowly focus a study that we miss pertinent data we did not expect to run across when we planned our research design. “At these moments, we are so diverted down a path we could hardly have predicted, or even envisioned” (Anfara & Mertz, 2006, p. 105). For example, I (Mott) was recently part of a research project where we walked in to do observations looking at one aspect of a phenomenon and walked out focusing on a completely different idea. What we expected to see, what we thought was the problem, and what previous literature suggested might be the problem, was not going on at all. Had we been determined to utilize an a priori theoretical framework, we would have missed an opportunity to shine a light on a problem that is frequently hidden or inadvertently overlooked.
Concluding Thoughts: The Griddle is Hot. Now What?
“How you study the world determines what you learn about the world” (Patton, 1990, p. 67). In our brief study of theory and pancakes, we explored terminology around theoretical frameworks and how we make decisions about them. So, we return to our opening quote and this key idea: If we do not understand how the pancake is made, it takes very little for us to not be making pancakes anymore. Throughout our writing process, we met several challenges, and one where our metaphor falls a little flat; conducting qualitative research is not a quick or linear process. There is no simple recipe to follow, but there is often a simpler recipe we can communicate for having engaged in the work. Conducting qualitative research (including considerations for theory) is a flexible and iterative process (Butler, 2022), but one that raises significant work for the researcher in articulating just what it is a process of. Even in making pancakes, we have different tastes and preferences; American, crepes, johnnycakes, cachapa, blini, injera, dosa—the list goes on. And it goes on to the point that an unfamiliar palate might be quick to say, “Those aren’t pancakes!” However, our lack of experience does not make someone else’s work invalid. Jumping to the conclusion that work utilizing theory in a non-traditional fashion should automatically be rejected is akin to claiming not to like cachapa (a traditional Venezuelan corn pancake) without having ever tasted the savory dish!
This is where our understanding and articulation of ingredients becomes especially important. The question is not whether or not to utilize theory, but rather how we are utilizing theory in our qualitative work (Pickler, 2018). No matter what type of pancakes we decide to make (i.e., type of qualitative work we engage in), we must provide background and context about our theoretical choices, so readers are prepared for that initial bite. Our experiences, prior work, and continued effort support continued experimentation and refining of both our skill and our preference. We are likely more capable of preparing different variations of pancakes than we realize, so long as we understand our base ingredients; leavening, moistening, flavor, binding agents, and a hot surface. Many of us probably learned to cook by first following a recipe as we were guided by someone with more cooking experience. If, during this introductory process, we enjoyed learning about cooking, we probably dove into more complex and challenging recipes over time. We likely found a love for baking compared to cooking (or vice versa). Perhaps a few of us even became well versed in the science of food, developing a deep understanding of the principles and properties of food and more advanced technical skills allowing us to experiment with new recipes to create innovative and interesting dishes. Likely, deeper understanding also fostered a further appreciation for our ingredients as well as an expanded palate for new foods.
Recipe cards aside, experimentation is inherent in the kitchen, and experimentation in our research process (not just with our participants) often makes the research richer. A Ph.D. candidate recently shared with me (Mott): “Hindsight is 20/20 and I learned a ton while digging into other theoretical frameworks. But I wish I had found this framework sooner.” Regardless of how much we know about pancakes, we can spend significant time and effort perfecting one, only to find there was a better recipe for what we were trying to accomplish. Both students and seasoned researchers can wrongfully assume selecting a theoretical framework is easy, quick, clear, and calculated. Acquaintance with our research area is not enough to make the right framework emerge. In fact, research often finds its richness in the pursuit of theoretical frameworks. In this way, theoretical frameworks move beyond a communication device to being a thought device in themselves. We are not going to make the right theoretical choices. Likely, there is not a right choice, just a different (and more effective) one. It is incumbent upon researchers and reviewers alike to work toward understanding the best choice for where the thinking currently lies. 
This brings us back to the crux of identifying and utilizing theoretical frameworks. Understanding our ingredients means simplicity is paramount. Stacking concepts and theories will likely land with a similar result to adding too much binding agent to your batter. Yes, it sticks together, but it is unappealing and potentially undigestible. Instead, focus: what ingredients are you working with? What is the function of each? How do they come together for a more complete plate? Researchers must ask themselves throughout the study: Does this choice make sense? Does it truly help me accomplish the purpose of this research? Can I explain it to myself? Can I clearly and simply explain it to someone else? Reviewers must ask the same: Does this choice make sense for this research? Are they explaining themselves clearly? Are they including relevant citations supporting their decisions? These questions offer a method for theoretical articulation and the distinct limits of theoretical alignment: we cannot address everything we want to. In identifying and utilizing a theoretical framework, we need to be clear about what we left behind, what we were allowed to see, and what we are bound to leave out.
We can spend a lot of time learning how to make pancakes (i.e., apply theory), but ultimately, the whole thing falls flat (pun intended) if the griddle is not hot. In our case, though, we are primed and ready with a hot griddle. This means we should be asking ourselves critical questions about the problem we are trying to understand and the contribution we hope to make. Focusing on why this research needs to happen while crafting the purpose statement may help us identify appropriate theories underpinning our research. Making decisions about theory is often an iterative process rather than a linear one in qualitative research. Thinking critically about the problem at hand (not just the research topic) and the gap in research can also help us resist the temptation to pursue tangential interests instead of the defined purpose of the research (Paul & Elder, 2006; Creswell, 2018).
We have anecdotally noticed in our own work, as well as the work of our students, that when the purpose of a study becomes clearer, the theories that best underpin a study also solidify. I (Mott) have found questions such as: Why is this a problem? How did it come to be a problem? Who thinks it is a problem? Who does not think it’s a problem? Who is it a problem for? What could help solve the problem? What will happen if the problem is not solved? to be helpful in heating up the griddle and preparing to apply theory. Additionally, clearly articulating more context around the purpose of a study has the potential to help reviewers provide more meaningful and relevant feedback to authors. Finally, it may help reduce authors’ wait times from submission to publication (and maybe even satisfy Reviewer 2)! Important, then, in concluding this discussion is a reacknowledgement of the goal: Our goal as researchers is not to be able to make the most different types of pancakes the best. Our goal is not to make one type of pancake exceptionally well. Our goal is to understand the science inherent in the kitchen, use that science to make supported recipe decisions, and engage in the deep work of becoming a chef (i.e., researcher) who makes meaningful contributions to move the needle on wicked problems. In doing so, we leave behind a recipe from which other researchers can draw inspiration and creative ideas. 
The need for connected and human social science research is at an all-time high, in and beyond our discipline. Ultimately, the work we do, and subsequently communicate, is the work that will support other chefs in their endeavors. We encourage qualitative researchers to consider how to craft useful and cherished heirloom recipes that other researchers will rely on to help them construct their own innovative culinary delights. Our discoveries, theoretical, methodological, and practical move us collectively toward broader impacts for our discipline, our field, and our science. We must clearly communicate theory, being careful to check our alignment, for a hot griddle to have any effect. Otherwise, we risk making a bigger mess burning what was not palatable in the first place. We must understand the whole kitchen and what our particular kitchen was designed to cook. We need to weigh our choices of study, the projects we pursue, and the methods we employ to maximize the quality of the product we produce. 
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